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Workplace altruism, as a form of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), 
has generally been assumed by organizational behavior (OB) scholars to be beneficial 
for an organization, promoting its effectiveness and leading to positive outcomes. 
However, social psychological studies of helping behavior in various contexts suggest 
that this assumption should be challenged. The literature shows that helping may not 
always be supportive from the recipients point of view, but may, on the contrary, 
evoke a range of negative reactions. 
The current study examines helping within the organizational context to 
determine whether situational factors such as task centrality and supervisor 
observation, as well as certain dispositional factors, affect the way an employee reacts 
to an offer of help from a coworker. The results show that the attributions made for the 
helpers intent mediate the effect of centrality on the behavioral reactions of the 
recipient. When the situation leads the recipient to believe that the help is altruistically 
rather than instrumentally motivated, individuals are more likely to accept the help and 
to reciprocate in future.  The recipients perception of the helper is also positively 
related to the altruistic attributions, and negatively related to the instrumental 
attributions, made for the help. The study shows, therefore, that helping behavior itself 
is not sufficient to produce positive outcomes. In fact, even true altruism (helping 
motivated by genuine concern for the other person) may not produce positive 
outcomes if the recipient does not recognize it as such. The important mediating factor 


















1.1. ORGANIZATIONAL CITIZENSHIP BEHAVIOR 
 
Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) facilitates coordination among 
employees and promotes the effective functioning of the organization. Or does it? The 
term was defined by Organ (1988, p.4) as individual behavior that is discretionary, 
not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the 
aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization. It has been used to 
refer to behaviors such as helping coworkers, volunteering to do things one is not 
required to do, arriving at work early, keeping oneself informed of matters concerning 
the organization, and promoting a favorable image of the organization. Organizational 
behavior (OB) scholars have generally assumed, therefore, that such behaviors have 
positive outcomes for individuals, groups and organizations; only a few have 
attempted to find empirical support for this assumption at the organizational level (e.g. 
Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Podsakoff, Ahearne & MacKenzie, 1997; Walz & Niehoff, 
1996). Instead, most researchers in this field have focused on identifying the 
antecedents of OCB, based on the presumption that these behaviors should be 
encouraged. It is still an open question, though, whether some forms of OCB have 
negative consequences at the individual level. Some streams of research do suggest 
that this may be the case, and that the above presumption may not, therefore, 






1.2. HELPING  
 
The social psychological literature on interpersonal helping, which is one form of 
OCB, provides theoretical arguments and empirical evidence that helping may not 
always be supportive from the recipients point of view.   On the contrary, helping may 
evoke a range of negative reactions. 
Social psychological studies of helping behavior have not generally been 
conducted in organizational settings. Given that research (e.g. Nadler, Fisher & 
Struefert, 1974) has shown that the pre-existing relationship between the helper and 
recipient of help is important in determining outcomes, research on helping among 
strangers or social acquaintances may not fully generalize to the workplace, where 
employee relationships are defined by assigned roles and interdependence. The 
primary aim of this paper is, therefore, to address this contextual gap in the helping 
literature by examining helping between coworkers in an organizational setting in 
order to determine whether altruism, as a form of OCB, does indeed have positive 
outcomes as presumed in the OB literature, or whether certain situational and 
dispositional factors may result in negative, or at least less positive, outcomes, as the 
social psychological literature suggests. 
 
 
1.3. INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS AT WORK 
 
This paper also differs from other OCB research in terms of the type of 
outcomes under study. In the past, the outcomes of OCB have been examined mostly 




attainment of organizational goals. Little is as yet known about the mechanisms 
through which such behaviors affect organizational outcomes. Settoon & Mossholder 
(2002, p.255) point out that although it is within the confines of interpersonal 
relationships that some forms of OCB occur, with few exceptions (e.g. McAllister, 
1995) researchers have not considered them within a relational framework. The need 
to study OCB from this relational perspective is becoming clearer as more emphasis is 
placed on interpersonal relationships in the organizational behavior literature. Duffy, 
Ganster & Pagon (2002, p. 331) noted that interpersonal relationships are critical 
determinants of what occurs in any organization  how it functions, how effectively it 
performs its central tasks, and how it reacts to its external environment. Researchers 
have found that closer work relationships involving higher levels of trust, cooperation 
and mutual care and concern can translate to better coordination and control, greater 
effort, better communication and decision-making, and higher group performance (e.g. 
Dirks, 1999). The literature on organizational politics and support has also shown that 
employees relationships with their coworkers are related to their job satisfaction: 
when they perceive their interactions as instrumental and motivated by self-interest 
rather than supportive, employees are less satisfied with their jobs (Ferris & Kacmar, 
1992). It is important, therefore, for us to examine organizational behaviors including 
OCB in the context of social relationships in the organization. By examining the more 
immediate individual and interpersonal outcomes of OCB, we can better understand 
the mechanisms through which these behaviors affect organizational outcomes, thus 







1.4. PURPOSE OF STUDY 
 
 This study will primarily examine how two situational factors, task centrality 
and supervisor observation, as well as certain dispositional characteristics, affect the 
attributions made by individuals for offers of help they receive in the workplace. In 
addition, the relationship between attributions and other variables, such as the 
recipients willingness to accept the help, their intention to reciprocate and their 
evaluations of their helper, will be examined. 
The current research will contribute to the OCB literature in several ways. 
Firstly, it will fill a theoretical gap in the OCB literature by examining the impact of 
workplace altruism on relational variables that have not previously been studied, thus 
providing an insight into when and how helping behavior leads to positive or negative 
consequences for the organization. Secondly, a contextual gap in the social 
psychological literature will be addressed as we investigate whether the negative 
reactions to help observed previously in other contexts also arise in the organizational 
context. Overall, by integrating the existing socio-psychological research on helping 
with the OCB research on altruism, this study will provide an insight into how 
workplace altruism is interpreted by the recipient, and how this affects their reactions 
to help, thus providing a deeper understanding of the potential consequences of helping 













2.1. ORGANIZATIONAL CITIZENSHIP BEHAVIOR 
 
Organizational citizenship behavior is behavior that contributes to the 
maintenance and enhancement of the social and psychological context that supports 
task performance (Organ, 1997, p. 91). The following defining characteristics of OCB 
were specified: 1) the behavior is discretionary, 2) it is not directly or explicitly 
recognized by the formal reward system, and 3) in the aggregate, it promotes the 
effective functioning of the organization (Organ, 1988).  
 Several studies have focused on identifying the various dimensions of OCB. 
Williams & Anderson (1991) distinguished between OCBI, which is OCB directed 
towards individuals, and OCBO, which is directed towards the organization. Organ 
(1988) identified five types of OCB: altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship, 
courtesy and civic virtue. Although these behaviors have some similar characteristics, 
there are also key differences among them, which may have significant implications 
for studying their antecedents and outcomes. According to Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 
Paine & Bachrach (2000), there is good reason to believe that different forms of 
citizenship behavior may work through different mechanisms and have different 
consequences for the organization. They call for future research to identify the 
potentially unique antecedents and consequences of the different forms of citizenship 
behavior. Some scholars have, therefore, chosen to study one or two specific types of 
OCB. For example, Van Dyne & LePine (1998) studied helping and voice behaviors. 






2.2. WORKPLACE ALTRUISM 
 
In Organs dimensions of OCB, altruism refers to behavior directly intended to 
help a specific person in face-to-face situations.  Although they use different labels for 
it, many other researchers have identified and studied a similar subgroup of behaviors 
within OCB. Altruism is conceptually similar to OCBI (Williams & Anderson, 1991), 
interpersonal facilitation (Van Scotter & Motowidlo, 1996), interpersonal citizenship 
performance (Coleman & Borman, 2000), helping coworkers (George & Brief, 1992) 
interpersonal helping (Moorman & Blakely, 1995) and interpersonal citizenship 
behavior (Settoon & Mossholder, 2002), all of which involve helping other people in 
the workplace. 
Altruism is one of the more commonly studied dimensions of OCB, possibly 
because it is an observable and universally recognized form of OCB. Moreover, 
Podsakoff et al. (2000) noted that helpful interpersonal behaviors are more strongly 
related to group and organizational performance than are other forms of citizenship 
behavior. Podsakoff et al. (1997) found interpersonal facilitation to be related to the 
quality and quantity of work group performance. Walz & Niehoff (1996) related this 
behavior to financial efficiency and customer service indicators of organizational 
performance. However, there have also been situations in which helping was 
negatively related to performance (e.g. Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1994). By examining 
individuals immediate reactions to helping, we may be able to begin to explain these 
different results, and better predict when altruism will have positive outcomes at 






2.3. NEGATIVE REACTIONS TO HELP 
 
With very few exceptions, the OCB literature concerning altruism suggests that 
altruistic behavior in the workplace has positive outcomes. Van Dyne & LePine (1998, 
p.109) describe helping extra-role behavior as cooperative behavior that is 
uncontroversial. According to them, it is directly and obviously affiliative; it builds 
and preserves relationships; and it emphasizes interpersonal harmony.  However, the 
socio-psychological literature on helping behavior suggests that this may not 
necessarily be the case. On the contrary, some psychology scholars have found that 
people can actually have a variety of negative reactions to being helped which, in the 
organizational context, may cause tension or create a political climate instead of 
promoting harmony. Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, (1982) describe three types 
of negative reactions: negative self-perceptions, negative external perceptions and 
defensive behaviors.  They have shown that when people are helped, it can reduce their 
self esteem, arouse negative feelings, lead to negative evaluations of themselves and 
others, and induce negative behavioral responses. Thus, helping behavior, including 
altruism in the workplace, cannot be considered uncontroversial, and its effects do 
need to be examined further. 
 In this study, we are primarily concerned with two behavioral responses: 
acceptance of help and reciprocation. These behaviors are seen as indicative of the 
level of cooperation between the coworkers. The recipients perception of the helper is 
also measured and used to assess their attitude towards the helper. By examining these 
outcomes of helping at the interpersonal level, we can judge how the organization may 
be affected by such helping behavior. A greater willingness to accept help, a higher 




positive reactions to help that would enhance the overall effectiveness of the 
organization. Conversely, negative reactions such as the rejection of help, a 
disinclination to reciprocate and an unfavorable evaluation of the helper would signal a 
less cooperative relationship forming between the coworkers, thus, hindering 
organizational performance. The following section reviews the literature that examines 
why and how help may elicit these negative reactions. 
 
 
2.4. THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS FOR REACTIONS TO HELP 
 
At first glance, it is somewhat surprising that altruistic behavior intended to 
help someone could instead backfire and produce negative consequences. There are a 
number of theoretical explanations for such negative reactions to help. In this study, 
the predictions are made and the results explained primarily on the basis of attribution 
theories, in particular, the theory of correspondent inferences. However, in order to 
provide a more thorough overview of the past research in this area, other theories that 
have previously been used are also reviewed briefly in this section. These alternative 
theories are also referred to when discussing the results of the study.  
Equity theories, such as social exchange theory, are frequently used to explain 
how interpersonal exchanges occur in relationships, and how they may shape these 
relationships (Adams, 1963). According to social exchange theory, people aspire to 
maintain equity in social relations, and they find inequitable relationships aversive 
(Blau, 1964). When inequity occurs, people are motivated to either restore actual 
equity through an adjustment of outputs or inputs, or to establish psychological equity 




others, they feel a sense of obligation to reciprocate by returning the favor in order to 
reestablish equity. Until they do so, they experience a feeling of indebtedness, which 
makes them uncomfortable and may strain the relationship. 
Reactance theories (Brehm, 1966) also provide an explanation for how being 
helped may arouse negative affect in people. As described above, when individuals 
receive help, they generally feel indebted to the helper and obliged to help them in 
return on a future occasion in order to repay the debt. Thus the recipient may have to 
consider the helpers needs and preferences in future decisions and actions, thus 
limiting their freedom. For example, if A helps B meet a work deadline, B may be 
obliged to invest time in reciprocating the next time A needs help, even though it 
means sacrificing his own work or leisure activities. Such restrictions to ones freedom 
arouse a negative state, causing discomfort and prompting the recipient to reciprocate 
so as to remove his obligation, regain his freedom and recover from his negative state.  
Attribution theories provide two further explanations for individuals negative 
reactions to being helped. Firstly, the theory of external attribution (Kelley, 1967) 
specifies how people attribute the cause of an event to the environment (external 
attribution) or to the actor (internal attribution). This theory suggests that peoples 
reactions to being helped depend on the locus of their attribution for needing help. 
When the need for help is internalized, it is perceived as an indicator of incompetence 
or inadequacy of some kind. Help would therefore have a negative impact on the 
recipients self-esteem, causing them to make negative evaluations of themselves. 
However, when the recipient attributes their need for help to an external factor, their 
reactions are more positive (e.g. Gross, Wallston & Piliavin, 1979; Morris & Rosen, 




Secondly, according to the theory of correspondent inferences (Jones & Davis, 
1965), reactions to help depend on the recipients attribution of the helpers intent. 
This is the theory that forms the basis for the current study. In general, there are three 
possible reasons why the helper offers help: 1) they are truly concerned for the 
recipients welfare, 2) they have ulterior motives or 3) they are required by their role to 
help. In the case of workplace altruism in particular, we can just focus on the first two 
motives since OCB is by definition extra-role behavior. The theory suggests that the 
recipient is less likely to attribute the helpers behavior to his altruistic disposition and 
genuine desire to help when the potential benefits to the helper are higher or the costs 
are lower. Further, a recipient who believes that the helper is acting for reasons other 
than sincere altruistic motives is likely to react more negatively (Fisher et al., 1982). 
As this theory is central to the examination of workplace helping in this study, the 
motives for helping and their implications are discussed further in the section 2.5.  
Fisher et al. (1982) incorporated aspects of the above theories into a new model 
of reactions to help that they call the threat to self esteem model. This model is based 
on the idea that receiving help is a mixed blessing that includes negative self-
threatening and positive self-supportive psychological elements. Whether a particular 
instance of helping is primarily self-threatening or self-supportive depends on whether 
there are positive or negative self-relevant messages in the help, on whether the help 
conforms with socialized values and on whether or not the help is actually 
instrumentally helpful. These in turn depend on the following factors: 1) characteristics 
of the help, such as the amount of help, the perceived cost to the helper and the 
centrality of the task, 2) characteristics of the helper, including how similar they are to 




characteristics of the recipient, such as their self-esteem, locus of control, need for 
achievement, gender, and cultural values. 
 Clearly there are many possible explanations for individuals reactions to help 
and the applicability of different theories or models is likely to vary across situations 
and contexts. Due to the generally competitive climate within the workplace, this study 
places importance on the attributions that individuals make for others intentions. The 
workplace is undoubtedly a context in which individuals often have conflicting self-
interests and motives. In certain situations, seemingly cooperative behavioral strategies 
may aid them in serving their own interests. There is, therefore, ample reason for 
individuals to doubt the sincerity of the intentions behind their coworkers actions at 
work. The inferences that they make regarding these intentions are likely to be 
important determinants of their reactions. In the next section, the various possible 
motives for helping are discussed in detail.  
 
 
2.5. MOTIVES FOR HELPING 
 
Although the terms altruism and helping are used interchangeably in the OCB 
literature, a distinction is made between them by social psychologists. Helping is 
defined by the beneficial consequences of one persons behavior for another, while 
altruism requires that the intention of that behavior be to improve the welfare of the 
other person without anticipation of personal rewards. In practice, it is hard to 
distinguish between them though, since intentions are not directly observable and 
people do not necessarily disclose their true intentions. We cannot assume, therefore, 




concerns. For clarity, the term helping behavior will therefore be used henceforth in 
this study when simply referring to the behavior itself, even though altruism has also 
been used in previous OB research. 
The motives for helping can be categorized as egoistic (based on self-interest) 
or altruistic (based on concern for others). Some theorists have adopted a particularly 
narrow view of altruism and concluded that no behavior is truly altruistic since there is 
always some benefit to the helper (e.g. Krebs, 1982). However, Batson (1991) argues 
that as long as the primary intention of the helper is to improve the welfare of the 
recipient, the behavior can be considered altruistic rather than egoistic. The research 
generally indicates that egoistically motivated helping is more common than altruism, 
although this has not been established conclusively (Schroeder, Penner, Davidio & 
Piliavin, 1995).  
In the organizational context, various altruistic and egoistic motives can be 
ascribed to employees who offer assistance to others. Bolino (1999) identified the 
genuine desire to help and impression management as the two primary motives behind 
interpersonal helping in the workplace. Allen & Rush (1998) labeled these two motives 
as altruistic and instrumental motives respectively. Altruistic motives would include 
ones genuine concern for the recipient, personal values, loyalty to the organization 
and sense of moral standards. Instrumental (egoistic) motives would include a desire to 
impress the boss, to obtain recognition or other organizational rewards, or to build up 
favors for later exchange.   
An individuals motives will affect the choices they make regarding when and 
how to help. Dovidio, Piliavin, Gaertner, Schroeder & Clark (1991) suggest that 
egoistically motivated people analyze a potential helping situation in terms of the 




that maximizes their personal rewards and minimizes their costs. Thus, any factor that 
affects the helpers actual or perceived rewards or costs from helping will affect the 
likelihood of helping, and the type of help they offer. These factors may include 
characteristics of the situation, the recipient or the helper. Batson (1991) suggests that 
when help is motivated by the egoistical concern of maximizing ones own personal 
rewards, the helpers actions may be superficial and perfunctory. 
Altruistically motivated people, on the other hand, experience empathic 
concern for the person in need of help and are motivated to reduce his need and 
improve his/her welfare. In this case, they will analyze the costs and rewards for the 
recipient, and help in a way that they believe will be most beneficial to him/her. 
Therefore, dispositional or situational factors that affect the perceived costs and 
rewards for the recipient will influence helping choices. Since altruistically motivated 
helpers are sensitive to the longer term consequences of their actions for the recipient, 
they are likely to make deeper commitments in spite of higher short term costs.  
 
 
2.6. SITUATIONAL INFLUENCES ON ATTRIBUTIONS 
 
Since individuals motives influence their decisions regarding when and how to 
help, recipients may make inferences about the helpers motives for helping from their 
helping behavior in that situation. When the help involves low costs and high rewards 
for the helper, more instrumental (egoistic) attributions are likely to be made. When 
costs to the helper are high and rewards for the recipient are high, more altruistic 
attributions are likely to be made. This is in line with the theory of correspondent 





2.6.1. Effect of Supervisor Observation on Attributions 
 
Bolino (1999) proposed that impression management motives for OCB are 
more likely when the behavior is noticed by important targets such as the supervisor. If 
the supervisor is not present when help is offered, the helper can only directly make an 
impression on the recipient of help and any other colleagues who may have overheard. 
Unless the incident is relayed to the supervisor later, he/she will not be aware of this 
citizenship behavior at all. Therefore, the helper would not succeed in promoting their 
reputation with the supervisor, in obtaining organizational rewards for their extra role 
behavior, or in making their coworker appear relatively less competent. The situation 
in which the supervisor is present to observe the offer of help provides significantly 
more opportunity for these egoistic motives to be achieved, and is potentially more 
beneficial to the helper.  Therefore, I hypothesize: 
 
H1a: Workplace helping will be attributed more to instrumental motives 
when the supervisor is observing than when he/she is not observing. 
 
The cost-benefit approach also suggests that less altruistic attributions will be 
made when the supervisor is observing than when they are not observing. The 
observation of the supervisor introduces the additional cost to the recipient of 
appearing incompetent and making an unfavorable impression on the supervisor. 
Therefore, the net benefit to the recipient is lower and the helping behavior appears to 




This is also consistent with the discounting principle in attribution theory 
(Kelley, 1967), which states that the role of a particular cause in producing a given 
behavior is discounted in the presence of other plausible causes. Since help is more 
often motivated primarily by egoistic or instrumental concerns, people are likely to be 
cynical about others motives and particularly sensitive to information that suggests a 
possible instrumental motive for the help. Bolino (1999, p. 89) also proposed that the 
relationship between traditional motives and citizenship behaviors will be weaker in 
the presence of impression management motives. In other words, a helpful 
disposition, concern for the recipient and social exchange considerations are less 
related to workplace altruism when impression management concerns come into play. 
Thus when a supervisor is observing and there are more possible instrumental motives 
for the behavior, the recipient will attribute the behavior less to altruistic motives such 
as the genuine desire to help, their personal values or moral standards. However, when 
the supervisor is not observing and the possible instrumental motives for helping are 
less apparent, more altruistic attributions will be made. Therefore, I hypothesize: 
 
H1b: Workplace helping will be attributed less to altruistic motives when 
the supervisor is observing than when he/she is not observing. 
 
2.6.2. Effect of Task Centrality on Attributions 
 
The instrumental and altruistic attributions made by recipients may also differ 
depending on the type of tasks that the helper offers to assist with. The type of help 
offered can differ on several dimensions including the centrality of the tasks. A central 




the task (e.g. a task on which performance is seen as indicative of the performers 
intelligence) (Nadler & Fisher, 1986). Helping on this type of task would generally 
correspond to substantial personal helping in McGuires (1994) typology of helping. 
It involves expending considerable effort to provide the recipient with tangible benefit. 
In contrast, helping on a non-central task may be described as casual helping or doing 
a small favor for someone.  
 The classification of a task as central or non-central may not be altogether 
objective but differ according to individuals perspectives and competencies. Thus in a 
particular instance of helping, the helper and the recipient of the help could potentially 
have different opinions as to the centrality of the task. As this study focuses on the 
recipients reactions to the helping situation and their inferences regarding the helpers 
motives, the primary concern is how the recipient of help judges the centrality of the 
task.  
Help on a central task would be practically more helpful to the recipient than 
help on a non-central task in that it would assist them in a more significant way.  
Helping on a central task would also seem to the recipient to involve additional costs 
for the helper in terms of the effort and skill required. Thus, when an individual 
chooses to put aside their own work to help a colleague with a central task rather than a 
non-central task, it would appear to the recipient that the helper was incurring greater 
costs for themselves for the greater benefit to the recipient. Such behavior is likely to 
be attributed more to altruistic motives and less to instrumental motives than if they 
had helped with a less engaging, non-central task. Therefore, I hypothesize: 
 
H2a: Workplace helping will be attributed less to instrumental motives on 




H2b: Workplace helping will be attributed more to altruistic motives on a 
central task than a non-central task. 
 
2.6.3. Interactive Effect of Task Centrality and Supervisor Observation  
 
Compared to help on a peripheral non-central task, help on a central task is 
more likely to be noticed by the supervisor when they are present, since it requires 
greater commitment and investments on the part of the helper, and the help provided is 
more substantial. Furthermore, since highly central tasks are inherently linked to self-
esteem, they provide a good opportunity for the helper to show off their capabilities 
and form a favorable impression on the supervisor when they are observing. That 
opportunity is less useful when non-central tasks that do not require much skill and 
intelligence are involved. Thus, the effect of supervisor observation on instrumental 
and altruistic attributions is likely to be stronger for central tasks than non-central 
tasks. 
 
H3a: The effect of supervisor observation on instrumental attributions will 
be stronger for central tasks than non-central tasks. 
H3b: The effect of supervisor observation on altruistic attributions will be 





2.7. ATTRIBUTIONS FOR MOTIVES AND OUTCOMES 
 
The research has also shown that helping behavior that is intended to benefit 
the recipient will not necessarily have positive consequences for them, that is, true 
altruism may not always be beneficial. The socio-psychological literature suggests that 
it is particularly important how the helpers action is interpreted by the recipient 
(Nadler & Fisher, 1986; Sarason, Sarason & Pierce, 1994). Eastman (1994) appears to 
have been the only researcher who has specifically examined attributions for OCB, 
finding that different causal labels (i.e. good citizenship versus ingratiation) could be 
attached to the same extra-role behavior. He noted that ingratiatory and citizenship 
behaviors are similar, but differentiated by employee motive, others perceptions or 
both (Eastman, 1994, p.1379). Bolino (1999, p. 83) also noted that many impression 
management strategies are very similar  if not identical - to citizenship behaviors and 
that either could easily be mistaken for the other. Liden & Mitchell (1988) believed 
that individuals derive less benefit from their acts of citizenship when their behaviors 
are seen as stemming from impression management motives. It is also possible that 
when citizenship is seen as impression management, it may actually do more harm 
than good (Jones & Pittman, 1982). Thus, even when the helpers behavior is 
motivated by altruistic concerns, helping could have detrimental effects if the recipient 
does not attribute the behavior to altruistic motives but instead believes that there are 
instrumental reasons or ulterior motives behind it. This highlights the importance of 
studying helping from the recipients perspective and finding out what influences their 





2.7.1. Relations among Situation, Attributions and Behavioral Intentions 
 
When offered help, the recipient is faced with the choice of accepting or 
rejecting the offer. Freeman (1977) and Rosen (1971) found a relationship between 
attributions for help and willingness to accept the help. Individuals were more likely to 
accept help when they believed it arose out of genuine concern for them (altruistic 
motives) rather than ulterior (instrumental) motives.  This is likely to also be the case 
for workplace helping. 
 
H4a: Instrumental attributions will be negatively related to individuals 
willingness to accept help. 
H4b: Altruistic attributions will be positively related to individuals 
willingness to accept help. 
 
Another behavioral response of interest is the likelihood of the recipient to 
reciprocate by offering to help the helper in future. In the past the attribution of 
altruistic or pro-social motives was found to be related to greater reciprocation to the 
helper (Greenberg & Frisch,1972; Lerner & Lichtman, 1968; Schopler & Thompson, 
1968). Thus, I hypothesize: 
 
H5a: Instrumental attributions will be negatively related to individuals 
intention to reciprocate. 
H5b: Altruistic attributions will be positively related to individuals 





 In addition to affecting the attributions made for help, situational factors have 
also been found to affect an individuals willingness to accept the help. Rosen (1971) 
found that greater amounts of help are more often accepted. Therefore, help on a 
central task should be accepted more readily than on a non-central task.  
 
H6a: Individuals will be more willing to accept help on a central task than 
a non-central task. 
 
Supervisor observation would also be likely to affect willingness to accept help 
since the recipient would feel more self-conscious and concerned about appearing 
incompetent when the supervisor is observing. 
 
H6b: Individuals will be less willing to accept help when the supervisor is 
observing than when he/she is not observing. 
 
Similar hypotheses are made regarding the effects of task centrality and 
supervisor observation on intention to reciprocate. 
 
H7a: Individuals will be more likely to reciprocate when they receive help 
on a central task than non-central task. 
H7b: Individuals will be less likely to reciprocate when the supervisor 
observes them receive help than when he/she is not observing. 
 
As we have hypothesized that situational factors affect attributions, and that 




mediate the effects of the situation on the behavioral reactions. Factors that cause more 
altruistic attributions to be made will result in more positive reactions while those that 
prompt instrumental attributions to be made will lead to more negative behavioral 
reactions. Therefore, I hypothesize: 
 
H8a: Attributions will mediate the effect of situational  variables on 
willingness to accept help. 
H8b: Attributions will mediate the effect of situational variables on 
intention to reciprocate. 
 
2.7.2. Relations between Attributions and Recipients Perception of Helper 
 
Previous studies have found that attributions of altruistic or pro-social motives 
are positively related to attraction to the helper (Gergen & Gergen, 1974b; Greenberg 
& Frisch,1972, Nadler et al., 1974). It is logical that when people believe others are 
helping them out of true concern rather than self-interest, they form better perceptions 
of the helper. This would probably lead to the development of more mutually 
supportive relationships over time than if instrumental concerns were seen to motivate 
behavior. 
 The previous studies were conducted outside the context of organizational 
behavior; they studied help between strangers, friends or relatives rather than 
colleagues, and they studied help in different contexts such as foreign aid (Gergen & 
Gergen, 1974b) and international conflict situations (Nadler et al., 1974).  In this study, 
we re-examine how attributions are related to the recipients perceptions of the helper 




viewed positively, we expect to find that when a recipient believes that a coworker is 
helping them mainly because of altruistic motives, they evaluate the helper more 
favorably, develop a stronger liking for the person and trust them more.  I hypothesize: 
 
H9a: Altruistic attributions will be positively related to evaluation of 
helper, liking of helper and trust in helper. 
 
Since instrumental motives are associated with self-interest and a lack of 
concern for others, when the recipient believes that the helping behavior should be 
attributed more to instrumental motives, they will evaluate the helper less favorably, 
will like them less and will have less trust in them. I hypothesize: 
 
H9b: Instrumental attributions will be negatively related to evaluation of 
helper, liking of helper and trust in helper. 
 




Table 2.1: Summary of Hypotheses 
 
1a) Workplace helping will be attributed more to 
instrumental motives when the supervisor is 
observing than when he/she is not observing. Effect of supervisor 
observation on attributions 1b) Workplace helping will be attributed less to 
altruistic motives when the supervisor is 
observing than when he/she is not observing. 
2a) Workplace helping will be attributed less to 
instrumental motives on a central task than a 
non-central task. Effect of task centrality on 
attributions 2b) Workplace helping will be attributed more to 
altruistic motives on a central task than a non-
central task. 
3a) The effect of supervisor observation on 
instrumental attributions will be stronger on a 
central task than a non-central task. 
Interactive effect of 
observation and centrality on 
attributions 
3b) The effect of supervisor observation on altruistic 
attributions will be stronger on a central task 
than a non-central task. 
4a) Instrumental attributions will be negatively 
related to individuals willingness to accept help. Relation between attributions 
and willingness to accept help 4b) Altruistic attributions will be positively related to 






5a) Instrumental attributions will be negatively related 
to individuals intention to reciprocate. 
Relation between 
attributions and intention to 
reciprocate 
5b) Altruistic attributions will be positively related to 
individuals intention to reciprocate. 
6a) Individuals will be more willing to accept help on a 
central task than a non-central task. 
Effects of task centrality and 
supervisor observation on 
willingness to accept help 
6b) Individuals will be less willing to accept help when 
the supervisor is observing than when he/she is not 
observing. 
7a) Individuals will be more likely to reciprocate when 
they receive help on a central task than a non-
central task. 
Effects of task centrality and 
supervisor observation on 
intention to reciprocate. 
7b) Individuals will be less likely to reciprocate when 
the supervisor observes them receive help than 
when he/she is not observing. 
8a) Attributions will mediate the effect of the 
situational variables on willingness to accept help. 
Mediation of attributions in 
effect of situation on 
recipients behavioral 
reactions 
8b) Attributions will mediate the effect of the 
situational variables on intention to reciprocate. 
9a) Altruistic attributions will be positively related to 
evaluation of helper, liking of helper and trust in 
helper. 
Relation between 
attributions and recipients 
perception of helper 
9b) Instrumental attributions will be negatively related 













As  one of the aims of the research was to re-examine some of the findings of 
the socio-psychological literature in the organizational context, an organizational 
setting was used to conduct the study. The 185 participants were professional 
engineers in a large oil company. They were mostly male (91.3%), with a mean age of 
30.33 years (SD= 8.097). Seventy percent of them were graduates and their mean job 
tenure was 5.24 years (SD= 6.20 years).  
This sample was believed to be suitable since the engineers work together in a 
team-based structure such that opportunities to co-operate with and help one another 
are likely to arise. Thus, the situation described in the scenario that they read and 
responded to would have been familiar and realistic to them, and we can be reasonably 
confident that their responses reflect the way they would actually behave in such 
circumstances.  
The large proportion of males in the sample does, however, raise questions 
about the generalizability of the findings to female-dominated or more evenly mixed 
working environments. Studies have shown that men and women react to help 
differently (Daubman & Lehman, 1993). Moreover, they are likely to react differently 
to help that comes from someone of the same gender or opposite gender. In this 
sample, not only were almost all the participants male, but they would probably  have 
assumed that the person offering them help in the scenario was male too, since it is a 
male-dominated environment. Thus, the reactions they reported may differ from how 
they would react to a female offering them help, and also from how females may react 





3.2. RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 
 
A 2 x 2 experimental design was used in the study. The manipulated  
independent variables under study were task centrality (central versus non-central) and 
supervisor observation (observation versus no observation). The participants were 
randomly assigned to one of the four treatment cells and given the corresponding 
questionnaire. The first few sections of these questionnaires comprised personality 
scales measuring traits that were believed to be possible predictors or covariates. After 
completing these scales, participants read a scenario describing an instance of a 
teammate offering to help them with work related tasks. Those in the high centrality 
treatment groups were told that the tasks were critical and difficult; those in the low 
centrality groups were told that they were minor and routine. Supervisor observation 
was manipulated by saying that their supervisor was either present and could have 
overheard the conversation, or was not present. A series of items then assessed their 
attributions for the helping behavior and how they would react to being helped. The 
questionnaire also contained supplementary measures, as described in section 3.4. 
Finally, subjects were asked to provide some basic demographic information. The 
complete questionnaire including the scenario is given in the Appendix.  
 
 
3.3. THE SCENARIO 
  
The literature on helping has identified several situational factors which may 
affect the recipients reactions to receiving help. While two such factors, task centrality 
and supervisor observation, were manipulated and examined in this study, there are 




to being helped. The scenario was constructed to control for the most probable of these 
potential effects.  
Nadler et al. (1974) found that the nature of the relationship between the helper 
and the recipient affects the recipients reaction to being helped. In particular, there is a 
difference between the way individuals react to help from people with whom they 
already have close, supportive relationships (e.g. family or friends) and those with 
whom they have more exchange-based relationships, or no relationship at all. This 
effect was controlled for in the scenario by describing the helper as a teammate who 
the participant had known for a year. The length of time was specified since the nature 
of the relationship between coworkers is likely to vary significantly depending on how 
long they have known each other.  
The manner in which work tasks are assigned to individuals within the 
organization and the appraisal and reward systems in the organization would also have 
an impact on the working relationships amongst employees, particularly the extent to 
which they cooperate and compete with one another. When they are jointly 
accountable and rewarded for their output, individuals have more incentive to 
cooperate with and help one another with their work. When individual effort, 
performance and output is assessed and rewarded, however, employees are likely to 
pay more attention to maximizing their own performance. 
In the scenario, participants were told that they were working on their own 
tasks that they were individually responsible for, but that these were part of a team 
project. They were further told that both individual and overall team performance 
would be assessed. Thus, as members of the team, they would be interdependent to 




Another factor which would be likely to influence the recipients decisions 
regarding whether or not to accept the help, as well as their other reactions, is the 
degree to which they actually needed the help in that situation. Participants were told 
in the scenario that they were under time constraints and would have to work very hard 
to complete their tasks in time. 
  Finally, the recipients attributions could be influenced by their perceptions of 
how easy or difficult it was for the helper to help them, given the helpers skill in that 
area. The helpers skill level was not specified in the scenario but the experimental 
design of the study should have eliminated the effects of such a factor, since 







 Perceived benefit to the recipient. Respondents were asked how much they 
thought they would benefit from the help. Responses ranged from very slightly or not 
at all to extremely on a seven point scale. 
 
Perceived effort required by the helper. Respondents perceptions of the effort 
required by the helper in helping them were measured on the same seven point scale 





Perceived skill required by the helper. The respondents were also asked how 
much skill they believed the helper required in helping them. The same scale was used, 
with responses ranging from very slightly or not at all to extremely. 
 
Independent and Dependent Variables 
 
Attributions. The recipients attributions for the helpers intent were measured 
using the scale from Allen & Rush (1998). Each of the two subscales for altruistic and 
instrumental attributions consisted of six items. The alpha estimates for the subscales 
in this study were 0.74 and 0.86 respectively. 
  
Willingness to accept help. A single item asked respondents how likely they 
would be to accept this persons help in this situation. They responded on a seven point 
scale ranging from very unlikely to very likely. 
 
Evaluation of helper. Respondents rated the helper on four negative 
characteristics (egotistical, self-interested, manipulative and insincere) and five 
positive characteristics (helpful, concerned, genuine, supportive and trustworthy), 
ranging from definitely not to definitely on a seven point scale. Their score was 
calculated by subtracting their mean negative rating from their mean positive rating. 
 
Liking. Four items used by Wayne & Ferris (1990) to measure liking were used 
to assess the respondents liking of the helper. Respondents indicated their agreement 
with the statements on a seven point scale ranging from strongly disagree to 




Trust. Two items were used to measure the respondents trust in the helper: 
their rating of the helper as trustworthy, and their agreement with the statement that 
they would trust the person. Both items were measured on a seven point scale. 
 
Intention to reciprocate. A single item asked respondents how likely they 
would be to approach this person and offer to help them with an assignment in future. 




Machiavellianism. The 20-item MACH IV scale for Machiavellianism (Christie 
& Geis, 1970) was used to measure the degree to which respondents have 
Machiavellian attitudes characterized by manipulativeness and cynicism. Responses 
were on a seven point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The 
alpha estimate for the scale was 0.66. 
 
Global self esteem. Six items from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(Rosenberg, 1989) scale were used to measure the respondents general positive or 






3.5. DATA ANALYSIS 
 
 The data was analyzed using SPSS 11.5. The analyses included ANOVAs, 
regression analyses and bivariate correlations. In the main part of the study, the effects 
of the categorical situational factors on attributions and behavioral reactions were 
examined in two-way factorial ANOVAs. This is a common approach in experimental 
designs as the results can be easily presented and interpreted. However, when 
continuous independent variables were introduced into the supplementary analyses, 
multiple linear regression had to be used due to the nature of the variables. Thus, the 
effects of personality traits on attributions and the effects of attributions on behavioral 
outcomes were examined in regression analyses. Finally, Pearsons bivariate 










4.1. DESCRIPTIVES AND BIVARIATE CORRELATIONS 
 
The general descriptives and bivariate correlations for the key variables in the 
data are shown in Table 4.1.  
 
 
4.2. MANIPULATION CHECKS 
 
 ANOVAs were run on three manipulation check variables: perceived benefit to 
the recipient, perceived effort required by the helper and perceived skill required by 
the helper. A summary of the results are shown in Table 4.2. Task centrality was found 
to have a significant effect on all three variables, with the mean response for the 
central task higher than the non-central task in each case. Thus, as expected, recipients 
believed that help on a central task is more beneficial to them than help on a non-

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Table 4.2: Effects of Task Centrality on Cost and Benefit Perceptions 
 
 Benefit to Recipient Effort by Helper Skill by Helper 
F 6.98 4.99 6.54 
p 0.01 0.03 0.01 
η2 0.04 0.03 0.04 
Mean (central task) 4.16 4.125 4.43 
Mean (non-central task) 3.52 3.624 3.85 
 
 
4.3. HYPOTHESES TESTS 
 
The hypotheses were tested using a combination of ANOVAs, regression 
analyses and bivariate correlations.  
The categorical variables were coded using effects coding before being entered 
into the regression equations. The codes assigned to the four treatment groups are 
shown in Table 4.3. Interaction terms for the regression analyses were computed by 
multiplying the two or more variables with one another. Although the use of product 
terms can be complicated by the fact that they are usually highly correlated with their 
constituents, the problem of multicollinearity was addressed by centering the 
continuous variables, i.e. by subtracting the scores from the mean for the sample 





Table 4.3: Effects Codes for Treatment Groups 
 
 Non-central task Central task 
Supervisor not observing CEN = -1    OBS = -1 CEN = 1    OBS = -1 
Supervisor observing CEN = -1    OBS = 1 CEN = 1    OBS = 1 
 
 
4.3.1. Effects of Task Centrality and Supervisor Observation on Attributions 
 
The two manipulated situational variables, task centrality (CEN) and supervisor 
observation (OBS) were predicted to have effects on the kinds of attributions that 
individuals make for helping behavior. Both variables were categorical with two levels 
each. They were entered into ANOVA models along with their interaction term in 
order to test for their effects on the instrumental and altruistic attributions made by the 
participants. The correlation between these two dependent variables was not very high 
(0.24), thus justifying treating them as independent variables and running separate 
analyses on them. The results of these analyses are reported below. 
 
Instrumental Attributions 
In the first ANOVA, the dependent variable under study was instrumental 
attributions. It was hypothesized that individuals would make more instrumental 
attributions when the supervisor was observing than when they were not observing 
(H1a) and when the task was non-central compared to a central task (H2a). An ordinal 
interaction between these two variables was also predicted such that the effect of 
observation would be stronger for the central task (H3a). Table 4.4. shows the 




centrality and observation in their effects on instrumental attributions, F(1,181) =15.06 p 
< 0.01 η2 = 0.08. The marginal means for the four treatment cells are given in Table 
4.5. 
Table 4.4: Results of ANOVA on Instrumental Attributions 
 
Source 
Type III Sum 
of Squares df 
Mean 




Corrected Model 27.57(a) 3 9.19 6.33 .00 .10
Intercept 3528.05 1 3528.06 2429.59 .00 .93
CEN .88 1 .88 .61 .44 .00
OBS 3.62 1 3.62 2.50 .12 .01
CEN*OBS 21.87 1 21.87 15.06 .00 .08
Error 257.03 177 1.45     
Total 3843.05 181      
Corrected Total 284.599 180      
a  R Squared = .10 (Adjusted R Squared = .08) 
 
Table 4.5: Marginal Means for Instrumental Attributions 
  Mean Std. Error 
No observation 4.85 .18 
Non-central 
Observation 3.87 .17 
No observation 4.30 .19 
Central 






The interaction plot in Figure 4.1 shows that the interaction was not ordinal as 
predicted. In the case of the central task, supervisor observation had the predicted 
effect; more instrumental attributions were made when the supervisor was observing 
on the central task than when they were not observing. However, the converse was true 
for the non-central task; individuals made less instrumental attributions when the 
supervisor was observing than when he/she was not. Thus, evidence was found to 
support Hypothesis 1a for central tasks only.  
 








Non-central task Central task
 
 
Looking at the interaction from another perspective, when the supervisor is 
observing, more instrumental attributions are made for a central task than a non-central 
one whereas, when the supervisor is not observing, more instrumental attributions are 
made for a non-central task than a central one. Thus, Hypothesis 2a is only supported 







A second ANOVA was run on altruistic attributions. Supervisor observation 
was predicted to result in less altruistic attributions (H1b), as was a non-central task 
compared to a central task (H2b). As with instrumental attributions, the effect of 
observation was predicted to be stronger on a central task (H3b). The analysis output is 
shown in Table 4.6. 
There is no evidence of a significant interaction effect between centrality and 
observation on altruistic attributions, F(1,184)  = 0.35 p = 0.56 η2 = 0.00. Hypothesis 3b 
is not supported. As there is no interaction effect, we can examine the main effects 
directly. No main effect was detected for observation, F(1,184) = 0.45 p=0.50  η2 = 0.00, 
so the observation of the supervisor did not affect the altruistic attributions that 
recipients made for the help offered to them. Hypothesis 1b is therefore not supported 
either. 
Table 4.6: ANOVA Results for Altruistic Attributions 
Source 
Type III Sum 
of Squares df 
Mean 
Square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 
Squared 
Corrected Model 18.02(a) 3 6.01 5.20 .00 .08
Intercept 4169.39 1 4169.39 3607.36 .00 .95
CEN 17.15 1 17.15 14.84 .00 .08
OBS .52 1 .52 .45 .50 .00
CEN * OBS .40 1 .40 .35 .56 .00
Error 208.04 180 1.16     
Total 4426.79 184      
Corrected Total 226.06 183      




The main effect of centrality was found to be significant, F(1,184)  = 14.84  p < 
0.01 η2 =  0.08; participants did make more altruistic attributions for help offered on a 
central task (M = 5.09, SE = 0.12) than a non-central task (M = 4.48, SE = 0.11). This 
supports Hypothesis 2b. 
 
4.3.2. Relations between Attributions and Behavioral Intentions 
 
It was hypothesized that individuals behavioral reactions would also be related 
to the attributions they made for the helpers motive in offering help. The more 
instrumental attributions made, the less willing individuals would be to accept the help 
(H4a) and to reciprocate in future (H5a). Conversely, the more altruistic attributions, 
the more willingness to accept help (H4b) and to reciprocate (H5b). These effects were 
examined using regression analyses in which willingness to accept help and intention 
to reciprocate were regressed on instrumental attributions (INS), altruistic attributions 
(ALT) and their product term (as previously mentioned, these predictors were centred). 
The results are reported in Table 4.7 below. 
 
Table 4.7: Regression of Acceptance and Reciprocation of Help on Attributions 
 Accept Help Reciprocate 
 β p β p 
ALT .56 .00 .55 .00 
INS -.34 .01 .01 .91 
ALT*INS .08 .44 -.08 .34 
Model F 12.96 9.75 
Model p 0.00 0.00 





Hypothesis 4a was supported; instrumental attributions were found to be 
significantly negatively related to willingness to accept help, β = -0.34, p = 0.01. 
However, they were not related to intention to reciprocate, β = 0.01 p = 0.91. 
Hypothesis 5a was not supported. 
Altruistic attributions were found to be positively related to both willingness to 
accept help, β = 0.56 p < 0.01, and intention to reciprocate, β = 0.55 p < 0.01, thus 
supporting Hypotheses 4b and 5b. 
 
4.3.3. Effects of Centrality and Supervisor Observation on Behavioral Intentions 
 
In addition to the attributions made for the offer of help, the manipulated 
situational variables were also predicted to affect how willing the participants would 
be to accept the help, as well as their intention to reciprocate in future. These effects 
were tested in ANOVAs with task centrality and supervisor observation as the 
independent variables. 
 
Willingness to Accept Help 
The first ANOVA was carried out on willingness to accept help. It was 
hypothesized that the participants would be more willing to accept help on a central 
task than a non-central task (H6a) and when the supervisor was not observing 
compared to when they were observing (H6b). The results are shown in Table 4.8. The 
interaction of the two variables was not significant, F(1,166) = 0.00, p = 0.95. The main 
effects of both centrality, F(1,166) = 4.65, p = 0.03, and observation, F(1,166) = 6.64, p = 
0.01, were significant at α = 0.05 level. In support of Hypothesis 6a, individuals were 




task (M = 4.14 SE = 0.21). In contrast to Hypothesis 6b, they were also more willing to 
accept help when the supervisor was observing (M = 4.84 SE = 0.20) than when they 
were not observing (M = 4.07 SE =0.23). 
 






Square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 
Squared 
Corrected Model 39.77(a) 3 13.26 3.65 .01 .06
Intercept 3238.02 1 3238.02 892.53 .00 .85
CEN 16.88 1 16.88 4.65 .03 .03
OBS 24.08 1 24.08 6.64 .01 .04
CEN*OBS .01 1 .01 .00 .95 .00
Error 587.72 162 3.63    
Total 3998.00 166     
Corrected Total 627.49 165     
a  R Squared = .06 (Adjusted R Squared = .05) 
 
Intention to Reciprocate 
Individuals were predicted to be more likely to reciprocate when they received 
help on a central task than a non-central task (H7a), and when their supervisor was not 
observing their receipt of help (H7b). The results for the ANOVA on intention to 
reciprocate are given in Table 4.9.  
Neither the interaction term nor the main effect of observation were found to be 
significant. Hypothesis 7b was, therefore, not supported. The main effect of centrality 




likely to reciprocate  if they were helped on a central task (M = 6.05 SE =0.15) than if 
they were helped on a non-central task (M = 5.46 SE =0.16). This supports Hypothesis 
7a. 
 










Corrected Model 23.45(a) 3 7.82 4.03 .01 .07
Intercept 5346.10 1 5346.10 2755.71 .00 .95
CEN 14.03 1 14.03 7.23 .01 .04
OBS .59 1 .59 .31 .58 .00
CEN*OBS 5.72 1 5.72 2.95 .09 .02
Error 312.34 161 1.94    
Total 5771.00 165     
Corrected Total 335.79 164     
a  R Squared = .07 (Adjusted R Squared = .05) 
 
4.3.4. Attributions as Mediators between Situation and Behavioral Reactions  
 
It was hypothesized that the situational variables affect individuals behavioral 
reactions to help through their effects on the attributions recipients make for the 
helpers motives. 
The procedure outlined by Baron & Kenny (1986) was used to examine 




between the situational variables and the recipients willingness to accept the offer of 
help and their intention to reciprocate.  
This procedure involved establishing that: 
1. the situational variables were correlated with the behavioral intentions 
2. the situational variables were correlated with the attribution variables 
3. the attribution variables were correlated with the behavioral intentions when 
controlling for the situational variables 
4. the correlations between the situational variables and the behavioral intentions 
become non-significant when  controlling for the attribution variables. 
Several regression equations would generally need to be generated in order to 
establish that these four conditions are met. However, since we have already carried 
out ANOVAs to test the effects of the situational variables on attributions and on the 
behavioral intentions, we can use these results to decide whether the first two 
conditions are met.  
The ANOVAs on attributions (section 4.2.1.) showed that only task centrality 
affects altruistic attributions, and only the interactive effect of task centrality and 
supervisor observation was significant in predicting instrumental attributions. Thus, the 
second condition is only established for these two effects. From the ANOVAs on 
behavioral intentions (section 4.2.3.), we concluded that centrality and observation (but 
not their interaction term) affect willingness to accept help, and only centrality affects 
intention to reciprocate. Condition 1 is therefore only satisfied for these three effects. 
Further examination of mediation effects is therefore limited to establishing whether 
altruistic attributions mediate the effect of task centrality on willingness to accept help 





In order to test the remaining two conditions and establish whether or not this 
mediation effect exists, task centrality (CEN) was entered in the first step of a 
regression model, followed by altruistic attributions (ALT) in the second step. This 
was done separately for the two dependent variables being studied: willingness to 
accept help and intention to reciprocate. The results of these analyses are shown in 
Table 4.10. 
 
Table 4.10: Mediation of Altruistic Attributions on Effect of Centrality 
 Willingness to Accept Help Intention to Reciprocate 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 
 β p β p β p β p 
CEN 0.31 0.04 0.07 0.65 0.32 0.00 0.16 0.13 
ALT   0.72 0.00   0.41 0.00 
 
Model F 4.20 16.75 8.80 16.29 
Model p 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.00 
R2 0.03 0.17 0.05 0.17 
Change R2 0.03 0.15 0.05 0.12 
F change 4.20 28.59 8.80 22.62 
p change 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.00 
 
From Model 2 we can conclude that altruistic attributions affect willingness to 
accept help when controlling for centrality, β = 0.72 p < 0.01 (condition 3) and the 
effect of centrality becomes non-significant when controlling for altruistic attributions, 




conclude that altruistic attributions do mediate the effect of task centrality on 
recipients willingness to accept help. This provides partial support for Hypothesis 8a. 
Similar results were obtained for intention to reciprocate. The effect of 
altruistic attributions was significant when controlling for centrality, β = 0.46 p < 0.01 
(condition 3) and the effect of centrality became non-significant when altruistic 
attributions was added to the model, β =0.16 p =.013 (condition 4). Therefore, 
altruistic attributions also mediate the effect of centrality on individuals intentions to 
reciprocate, partially supporting Hypothesis 8b. 
 
4.3.5. Relations among Attributions and other Recipient Reactions 
 
The correlations among the various recipient reactions to help are shown in 
Table 4.11. All the correlations had p-values below 0.0011. As hypothesized, altruistic 
attributions were found to be positively related to evaluation of helper (0.37), liking of 
helper (0.44) and trust in helper (0.38). Thus, Hypothesis 9a is supported.  
Negative correlations were found between instrumental attributions and 
evaluation of helper (-0.54), liking of helper (-0.24) and trust in helper (-0.38). This 
provides support for Hypothesis 9b. 
 
                                                





Table 4.11: Bivariate Correlations Between Attributions and Reactions to Helper 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 
1. Altruistic attributions 1     
2. Instrumental attributions -.24 1    
3. Liking of helper .44 -.24 1   
4. Trust in helper .38 -.38 .60 1  
5. Evaluation of helper .37 -.54 .51 .51 1 
 
 
4.4. SUPPLEMENTARY ANALYSES 
 
4.4.1. Effects of Machiavellianism and Self Esteem on Attributions 
 
Although this study was primarily concerned with the effects of the situation, a 
richer picture is painted when we consider how these factors interact with personality 
characteristics of the recipient.  Machiavellianism and self esteem were expected to 
have an impact on the way recipients reacted to help. They were entered into 
regression analyses along with the situational variables under study, and their main and 
interaction effects on instrumental and altruistic attributions examined. It should be 
noted that this set of analyses was largely exploratory and not central to the research 






Scores on the Machiavellianism and self esteem scales were centered by 
subtracting the sample means and the categorical situational variables were effects 
coded. These variables were entered hierarchically into a regression equation. The 
situational variables were entered in the first step, followed by the personality variables 
in the second, their two-way interactions in the third step and the three-way 
interactions in the last step. The four-way interaction was not included due to the 
difficulty in interpreting fourth-order effects. The results of the analysis are shown in 
Table 4.12. Although the change in R2 for the final model was not significant, one of 
the three-way interaction terms was found to have a significant effect on instrumental 
attributions, β =-0.19, p=0.02. Thus, we examine this interaction before interpreting 
the lower order effects.  
The interaction of observation and centrality for individuals with low and high 
self esteem is shown in Figures 4.2(a) and 4.2(b) respectively. The regression lines 
were plotted using the regression equation to calculate values of y (instrumental 
attributions) corresponding to the four combinations of observation and no 
observation, central task and non-central task. This was done separately for high and 
low self esteem, with values one standard deviation above and below the mean used to 
represent high and low self esteem respectively (Aiken & West, 1991). The mean 
value of Machiavellianism (being 0, for a centred variable), which was not involved in 





Table 4.12:  Regression of Instrumental Attributions on Situational  
and Personality Variables 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 β P β p β p β p 
         
Situational variables    
   CEN .10 .30 .07 .42 .03 .75 .01 .92
   OBS -.15 .10 -.13 .14 -.15 .09 -.14 .10
         
Personality Variables    
   SE  .15 .04 .16 .04 .10 .21
   MACH  .72 .00 .60 .00 .49 .00
         
Two-way Interactions    
   CEN*OBS  .31 .00 .33 .00
   SE*CEN  -.13 .11 -.10 .26
   SE*OBS  -.11 .18 -.11 .18
   MACH*OBS  .38 .01 .37 .02
   MACH*CEN  .03 .85 .09 .58
   SE*MACH  .13 .25 .17 .18
         
Three-way Interactions    
   MACH*CEN*OBS   -.19 .21
   SE*MACH*OBS   .02 .88
   SE*MACH*CEN   -.01 .95
   SE*OBS*CEN   -.19 .02
 
Model F 1.82 8.54 6.56 5.21 
Model p 0.17 0.00 0.00 0.00
R2 0.20 0.16 0.28 0.31
R2  change 0.20 0.14 0.12 0.03
F change 1.82 14.96 4.56 1.61





Figure 4.2(a): Interaction Effect of Centrality and Observation on  









Non-central task Central task
 
 
Figure 4.2(b): Interaction Effect of Centrality and Observation on  









Non-central task Central task
 
The slopes of the regression lines for individuals with low self esteem are 
steeper than those for high self esteem individuals. This indicates that the effects of 
observation are stronger for individuals with low self esteem than those with high self 
esteem. Also, the two lines representing the central and non-central tasks are closer 
together in the high self esteem graph than the low self esteem graph. It appears, 
therefore, that centrality also has less effect on the instrumental attributions made by 
recipients with high self esteem than those with low self esteem. Thus, overall, 
individuals with low self esteem appear to be more sensitive to the effects of 




Two of the two-way interactions were also found to be significant: the 
interaction of centrality and observation, β = 0.33, p < 0.01 (which was plotted and 
explained in section 4.2.1.) and the interaction of Machiavellianism and observation, β  
= 0.37, p = 0.02. Figure 4.3 shows this interaction. The points were calculated from the 
regression equation using the mean values of centrality and self esteem, and the four 
combinations of high and low Mach, observation and no observation. Values one 
standard deviation above and below the mean were used to represent high and low 
Mach respectively. 
 










Low Mach High Mach
 
 
From the plot it appears that the effect of the supervisor observing the offer of 
help is stronger for the instrumental attributions made by low Machs than by high 
Machs. In line with the procedure described by Aiken & West (1991), two additional 
regression analyses were used to test whether there were in fact significant differences 
between the observation and no observation conditions for low and high Machs 
separately. In the first analysis, the effect of observation for low Machs was tested. A 
value one standard deviation below the mean Mach score was taken as a low Mach 




Mach score. This transformed Mach variable (MACH-LOW) was then entered into a 
regression analysis along with observation (dummy coded) and their interaction term. 
A second transformed variable (MACH-HIGH) was computed by subtracting a value 
one standard deviation above the mean to represent a high Mach score and another 
regression analysis run. The results are shown in Table 4.13 below.  
 
Table 4.13: Test of Observation Effects for Low and High Machs 
Low Mach High Mach 
 β p  β p 
OBS -0.87 0.00 OBS 0.25 0.30 
MACH-LOW 0.24 0.23 MACH-HIGH 0.24 0.23 
OBS*(MACH-LOW) 0.91 0.00 OBS*(MACH-HIGH) 0.91 0.00 
Model F 13.61 Model F 13.61 
Model p 0.00 Model p 0.00 
R2 0.19 R2 0.19 
 
The regression results show that there is a difference between the no 
observation and observation conditions for low Machs, β = -0.87 p <0.01, but not for 
high Machs, β = 0.25 p = 0.30. Therefore, low Machs make less instrumental 
attributions with observation, whereas observation has no significant effect for high 
Machs. 
As the interaction is ordinal, we can also interpret the significant main effect of 
Machiavellianism, β = 0.49, p = 0.00.The regression line for high Machs lies above 
that for low Machs. Thus, as would be expected, high Machs generally make more 






 A similar regression analysis was carried out for altruistic attributions. The four 
predictor variables were entered hierarchically as before. The results are given in Table 
4.14.  
A significant three-way interaction was identified amongst self esteem, 
Machiavellianism and observation, β = 0.47 p < 0.01. This interaction is plotted in 
Figures 4.4(a) and 4.4(b). The slopes of the regression lines for both high and low self 
esteem were steeper for high Machs than low Machs. The effect of observation on 
altruistic attributions is, therefore, stronger for high Machs. There is also a greater 
difference between the regression lines in Figure 4.4(b) than in Figure 4.4(a), 
indicating that the effect of self esteem on altruistic attributions is also greater for high 






Table 4.14: Regression of Altruistic Attributions on Situational 
and Personality Variables 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 β p β p β p β p 
          
Situational variables    
   CEN .30 .00 .32 .00 .31 .00 .33 .00
   OBS .06 .49 .04 .63 .04 .63 .04 .64
         
Personality Variables    
   SE  -.11 .09 -.13 .06 -.06 .41
   MACH  -.51 .00 -.47 .00 -.32 .02
         
Two-way Interactions    
   CEN*OBS  -.02 .76 -.03 .67
   SE*CEN  .16 .03 .09 .22
   SE*OBS  .14 .05 .16 .03
   MACH*OBS  .07 .60 .00 .98
   MACH*CEN  .32 .02 .28 .04
   SE*MACH  -.16 .12 -.14 .22
         
Three-way Interactions    
   MACH*CEN*OBS   .08 .28
   SE*MACH*OBS   .47 .00
   SE*MACH*CEN   .11 .34
   SE*OBS*CEN   .02 .87
 
Model F 7.65 9.22 5.14 4.99 
Model p 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
R2 0.08 0.17 0.23 0.29
R2 change 0.08 0.09 0.06 0.06
F change 7.69 10.04 2.17 3.79
p change 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.01
 




Figure 4.4(a): Interaction Effect of Observation and Self esteem on 
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Figure 4.4(b): Interaction Effect of Observation and Self esteem on  
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The two-way interaction effect of observation and self esteem was also 
significant, β = 0.16 p = 0.03. Figure 4.5 shows that the interaction is disordinal; 
compared to when the supervisor is not observing, individuals low on self esteem 
make less altruistic attributions when the supervisor is observing whereas those with 





Figure 4.5: Interaction Effect of Observation and Self esteem 
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The interaction effect of Machiavellianism and centrality was also significant, β 
= 0.28 p = 0.04 This interaction is plotted in Figure 4.6. The effect of centrality on 
altruistic attributions was stronger for high Machs than for low Machs. While there 
was hardly any difference in the attributions made on a central task, high Machs made 
significantly less altruistic attributions on the non-central task.  
 
Figure 4.6: Interaction Effect of Centrality and Machiavellianism  
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Low Mach High Mach
 
 
As the interaction is ordinal, with the regression line for low Machs lying 




Machiavellianism, β = -0.32 p = 0.02. As would be expected, high Machs make less 
altruistic attributions than low Machs. 
 
4.4.2. Relations Among Personality Traits and Other Reactions to Help 
 
 The bivariate correlations between the personality traits, the behavioral 
reactions and the perceptions of the helper are shown in Table 4.15.   
 
Table 4.15: Correlations of Personality Traits and Recipient Reactions 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Mach  1       
2. Self esteem  -.00 1      
3. Accept help .01 -.23** 1     
4. Reciprocate -.11 -.03 .07 1    
5. Evaluation  -.43** .10 .10 .31** 1   
6. Liking  -.30** -.01 .06 .51** .51** 1  
7. Trust  -.31** -.12 .20 .42** .51** .60** 1 
          **  Correlation is significant at α = 0.01 level. 
 
Personality was not found to significantly affect the behavioral intentions of 
recipients. None of the correlations were significant at α = 0.001 level and only the 
correlation of self esteem with willingness to accept help ( -0.23) was statistically 
significant at α = 0.01. Machiavellianism was, however, significantly negatively 
correlated with the recipients evaluation of the helper ( -0.43), their liking for the 
helper (-0.30) and their trust in the helper (-0.31).  Therefore, high Machs formed less 













5.1. MAJOR FINDINGS 
 
This study aimed to provide a better understanding of how individuals react to 
helping behavior in the workplace (i.e., workplace altruism). In particular, I focused on 
the attributions that recipients make for the helpers motive in helping in different 
situations, and the role that these attributions play in determining other reactions. I 
aimed to address the discrepancy between the organizational behaviorist perspective 
that helping, as a form of OCB, by definition leads to positive outcomes, and the social 
psychological view that help is a mixed blessing which can be primarily supportive or 
threatening depending on the circumstances. 
The results provided sufficient cause for us to seriously question the 
presumption that helping has positive outcomes. Our analyses showed that different 
situations and personality traits affect recipients behavioral intentions towards the 
helper, mediated in part by the attributions they make for the helpers motives. We also 
found that attributions are related to the recipients evaluation of the helper, their trust 
in them and their liking for them. Although only interpersonal level outcomes were 
measured, as there is evidence that interpersonal relationships in the workplace have 
important implications for organizational level outcomes, the measured outcomes can 
be seen as indicative of outcomes at the organizational level. The findings are 
discussed in detail in the following sections. 
 
5.1.1. Situational Effects on Attributions for Help 
 
The results showed that the inferences made by individuals regarding their 




offer of help is made. The two factors under investigation were the centrality of the 
task and whether or not the supervisor was observing when the offer of help was made. 
Task centrality was found to affect altruistic attributions, and observation interacted 
with centrality to affect instrumental attributions. 
 
Altruistic Attributions 
Help on a central task was attributed more to altruistic motives than help on a 
non-central task. This was consistent with the prediction made based on the 
assumption that a central task requires the use of more effort and skill on the part of the 
helper. The data revealed that helping on a central task was indeed perceived to require 
more effort and skill. The costs to the helper of helping on a central task were, 
therefore, perceived to be higher than on a non-central task. In addition, the benefit to 
the recipient of receiving help on a central task was perceived as higher than the 
benefit on a non-central task. In other words, helping on a central task requires more 
input (effort and skill) on the part of the helper, and benefits the recipient to a greater 
degree, so that the offer is more likely to been seen as driven by altruistic motives. 
 
Instrumental Attributions 
Neither of the main effects of task centrality or observation on instrumental 
attributions was significant but their interaction term was; the effects of centrality 
depended on whether or not the supervisor was observing. When the supervisor was 
observing, help on a central task was seen as more instrumental than help on a non-
central task, but when they were not observing, more instrumental attributions were 




In order to explain this disordinal interaction, the costs and benefits associated 
with helping on central tasks rather than non-central tasks will be analyzed further. As 
described previously, central tasks involve higher costs for the helper and greater 
benefit for the recipient. It was expected, therefore, that help on central tasks would be 
perceived as less instrumental and more altruistic. This was true when the supervisor 
was not observing, but the converse was true when they were observing. 
This may be explained by the fact that the presence of the supervisor to observe 
the offer of help introduces additional benefits for the helper. Helpfulness on a central 
task is more likely to be noticed than help on a less significant task. Moreover, it 
provides the opportunity for the helper to show off their capabilities since central tasks 
require intelligence and skill.  When the supervisor is not observing, the instrumental 
benefits from helping on a central task compared to the non-central task are small since 
there is no opportunity to impress the supervisor. In this situation, it would be more 
cost effective to help on a non-central task and more instrumental attributions would be 
made for help on a non-central task than a central task. However, the potential benefits 
of helping on a central task are significantly magnified when the supervisor is 
observing, as it may lead to organizational rewards for the helper in future. In this case, 
the additional benefits to the helper may seem to outweigh the helpers additional 
costs, and so the choice of helping on a central task may be perceived as more 
instrumental behavior. 
 
5.1.2. Relations between Attributions and Behavioral Reactions  
 
The results supported the prediction that individuals reactions to help depend 




related to altruistic attributions and negatively related to instrumental attributions. 
Intention to reciprocate was also positively related to altruistic attributions but not 
related to instrumental attributions.  Thus when the motives are seen as more sincere 
and less egoistic, the recipient will be more likely to accept the help and reciprocate. 
We can, therefore, conclude that the inferences that recipients make regarding the 
helpers motives are important determinants of their reactions to the help. 
 
5.1.3. Situational Effects on Behavioral Reactions 
 
Individuals were more willing to accept help on a central task than a non-
central task. This effect is not consistent with the predictions that would be made based 
on reactance theory or equity theory.  According to reactance theory, a greater amount 
of help would result in greater reactance and more negative affect. Equity theory 
would predict that help on a central task would result in a greater feeling of 
indebtedness and discomfort than help on a non-central task. In both cases this would 
mean that individuals would be less willing to accept such help. It is possible that the 
applicability of reactance and equity theories is limited in collectivist societies in 
which people focus more on long term relationships. Perhaps when helping and co-
operation are cultural norms, individuals are more comfortable receiving help with a 
central task than a non-central task since the need for help is more justified. 
Attributions provide an alternative explanation for why people would be more 
willing to accept help on a central task. More altruistic attributions are made on central 
tasks than non-central tasks, and since altruistic attributions are associated with 




Help on central tasks was also found to lead to a higher intention to reciprocate 
than help on non-central tasks. This could be explained by the fact that people feel 
more inclined to help others who they believe have acted sincerely towards them in the 
past. It could also, however, be explained by equity theory; people feel more indebted 
and uncomfortable after receiving help on a more central task and so they are more 
inclined to reciprocate in order to restore equity to their relationship.  Similarly, 
reactance theory would predict a higher likelihood of reciprocating since help on a 
central task involves a greater loss of control, more reactance, and hence a greater need 
to regain control by reciprocating. Further analyses were carried out to determine 
whether attributions did, in fact, mediate between centrality and the behavioral 
intentions or whether one of these other mechanisms was at work. These results are 
discussed in the next section. 
The effect of observation on willingness to accept help is more surprising. It 
was predicted that help when the supervisor is observing leads to more instrumental 
attributions and hence less willingness to accept help. However, instead of making 
people more hesitant to accept help, the observation of the supervisor was found to 
make people more ready to accept the help. Neither reactance theory nor equity theory 
would explain this finding. One possible explanation for this effect is that, in the 
organization that the sample was taken from, co-operating and learning from one 
another may be part of the corporate culture. If the employees are actually encouraged 
to help one another in order to facilitate knowledge sharing and organizational 
learning, then the presence of the supervisor could make the employees more inclined 
to accept the help. In fact, rejecting an offer of help may be disapproved of, as it may 
be seen to reflect arrogance and an inability to co-operate well with teammates and to 




norms would need to be collected in order to more accurately determine whether this 
was, in fact, the case. 
 
5.1.4. Mediation of Altruistic Attributions in Effect of Task Centrality 
 
As we saw above, the effect of task centrality on behavioral reactions to help 
was not completely consistent with equity theory or reactance theory, but did seem to 
fit the theory that attributions mediate the effects of the situation on reactions to help. 
This mediation effect was tested through regression analyses; altruistic attributions 
were indeed found to mediate the effect of centrality on both willingness to accept help 
and intention to reciprocate. Therefore, the type of task that the helper offers to help 
with affects the level of altruistic attributions made by the recipient and hence, their 
behavioral reactions. When the situation leads to the belief that the help is motivated 
by true concern and sincerity, the recipient will be more likely to accept the help they 
need to get their work completed on time, and they will be more likely to help their 
teammate in future, thus leading to higher levels of co-operation between the 
teammates. 
 
5.1.5. Relation between Attributions and Perception of Helper 
 
In addition to the behavioral reactions to help, attributions were also found to 
be related to the perception that the recipient forms of the helper. Altruistic attributions 
are positively related to the recipients evaluation of the helper, their trust in the helper 
and their liking of them. Conversely, instrumental attributions were negatively related 




Thus, the attributions that recipients make are related to the impressions they 
form of the helper, which will affect the longer term relationship that develops 
between them. Closer relationships are characterized by mutual trust and concern, 




5.2. OTHER FINDINGS 
 
Both situational and dispositional factors are important determinants of human 
behavior. While different circumstances clearly elicit different responses, individuals 
dispositions affect how they process information about those circumstances, how they 
perceive and analyze a situation, and thus, how they respond to it.  In their study of 
recipients reactions to help, Nadler & Fisher (1986) identified three groups of factors 
that affect how individuals will react to help in a particular situation: the characteristics 
of the situation, the helper and the recipient. With respect to the recipient, one 
important individual difference they identified was self esteem. They found that 
individuals with high self esteem reacted more positively to help than those with low 
self esteem. Other personality factors which have been proposed to affect reactions to 
help include need for achievement (Tessler & Schwartz, 1972), locus of control and 
authoritarianism (Fischer & Turner, 1970) 
The results of the supplementary analyses in this study confirmed that 
dispositional factors do indeed affect reactions to help, both individually, and in 




regression of the attributions on both the situational and dispositional characteristics 
are discussed in further detail in the next section. 
 
5.2.1. Personality Effects on Attributions 
 
Machiavellianism 
Machiavellianism refers to the degree to which one feels others are 
manipulatable in interpersonal situations. It is characterized by deceit, cynicism and a 
lack of concern for morality (Christie & Geis, 1970).  High Machs are more able to 
influence and manipulate others for their personal gain. Their motives in their social 
interactions are therefore likely to be more egoistic (instrumental) than altruistic. When 
compared to low Machs, their cynicism about others motives means they are likely to 
make more instrumental attributions and less altruistic attributions for help they 
receive from others.  
The regression analyses confirmed this. Machiavellianism was related to both 
instrumental and altruistic motives; high Machs did indeed make more instrumental 
attributions and less altruistic attributions than low Machs.  
Machiavellianism was also found to interact with supervisor observation on 
instrumental attributions. Supervisor observation had an effect on low Machs but not 
on high Machs. Low Machs made less instrumental attributions when the supervisor 
was observing.  This supports the idea that low and high Machs perceive the same 
situation differently. In this case, there may be differences in their perceptions of the 
additional costs and benefits of helping when the supervisor is observing rather than 
when they are not observing.  To a high Mach who is typically cynical about others 




helper to maximize his personal rewards in terms of creating a favorable impression. A 
low Mach, may however, see the supervisors observation as introducing an additional 
cost to the helper, as the helper could be observed neglecting his own work in order to 
help his colleague. If this is the case, they would see it as less instrumental than when 
the supervisor is not observing. 
On altruistic attributions, Machiavellianism was found to interact with task 
centrality; the effect of task centrality on altruistic attributions was stronger for high 
Machs than low Machs. On a central task, high and low Machs made very similar 
altruistic attributions, but when it came to a non-central task, high Machs were 
significantly more doubtful of the altruistic intentions of the helper. This is consistent 
with the fact that low Machs generally believe people are well-intentioned whereas 
high Machs have a more cynical nature, and would therefore be more sensitive to 
information suggesting that egoistic motives are more likely. 
The significant three-way interaction in the regression of altruistic attributions 
also involved Machiavellianism. The interaction plots indicated that the effects of both 
observation and self esteem were stronger for high Machs than low Machs. Therefore, 
when it comes to making altruistic attributions, high Machs seem to be more 
responsive to different situational characteristics and are more sensitive to any 
information that may suggest egoistic motives. They are also more strongly affected by 
their level of trait self esteem.  
 
Self esteem 
Self esteem refers to an individuals positive or negative attitude towards  the 
self (Rosenberg, Schooler, Schoenbach & Rosenberg, 1995; p.141) or  the overall 




1991; p.115). Nadler & Fisher (1986) reported that individuals with high self esteem 
reacted more negatively to offers of help. Their explanation for this was that needing 
help was inconsistent with these individuals evaluation of themselves as competent 
and self-reliant. Hence, they were more sensitive to the self-threatening implications of 
receiving help. 
 In this study, the main effect of self esteem on both instrumental and altruistic 
attributions was non-significant. However, self esteem was found to interact with the 
other variables. A three-way interaction was found among observation, centrality and 
self esteem in determining instrumental attributions. Self esteem can be seen to 
moderate the effects of task centrality and supervisor observation on instrumental 
attributions. Individuals with low self esteem are generally more sensitive to 
differences in the situational characteristics. Furthermore, only individuals with low 
self esteem were found to make more instrumental attributions when the supervisor 
was observing; those with high self esteem made less instrumental attributions. 
Individuals with low self esteem would generally be more concerned about the 
inferences that others would make if they received help. Also, having low self esteem 
means people are generally less sure of themselves, and if they doubt their self-worth, 
they may also be less inclined to believe that others will think them worthy of help. 
They may, therefore, be more inclined to think that the helper has ulterior motives, and 
be more sensitive to any information suggesting that such ulterior motives are more 
likely in this situation. 
Self esteem was also found to interact with observation in its effects on 
altruistic attributions. The interaction was disordinal; those with low self esteem made 
less altruistic attributions when the help was being observed but individuals with high 




interaction, although apparently strange, could also possibly be the result of different 
perceptions of the situation. An individual with low self esteem would be more 
concerned about the supervisor observing him receive help from a teammate, since he 
is already feeling negative about himself and his image. The supervisors presence, 
therefore, represents a threat, the help is seen as less beneficial to them, and hence, the 
behavior is perceived as less altruistic. For an individual with high self esteem, 
however, being offered help by a coworker may serve to confirm their preconception 
of themselves as a person worthy of anothers attention and capable of benefiting from 
the assistance offered. The receipt of this attention in the presence of a supervisor may 
therefore, be a positive rather than negative experience.   
 
5.2.2. Relations between Personality Traits and Recipients Reactions to Help 
 
 Insufficient evidence was found to link the personality traits to the behavioral 
intentions of the recipients of help. Therefore, we cannot conclude that these 
dispositional factors affect whether or not individuals accept help offered to them, and 
whether or not they reciprocate.  However, Machiavellianism was related to the three 
variables that measured the recipients perception of the helper. Individuals who 
scored more highly on the Mach scale (high Machs) made less positive evaluations of 
the helper, liked them less and trusted them less. The recipients personality is also, 
therefore, likely to affect the kind of relationships that develop over time, with high 






5.3. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
  
This study addressed a contextual gap in the social psychological literature on 
helping, which has generally examined helping behavior between friends, relatives or 
strangers and found that helping can have negative relational outcomes in some 
circumstances. One of the primary aims of this study was to find out whether such 
findings are also applicable to the organizational context or whether workplace 
helping, as a form of OCB, has positive outcomes, as presumed in the OB literature. 
The findings lead us to conclude that receiving help can be a positive 
experience that elicits cooperative behavioral responses and favorable attitudes 
towards the helper. However, in some circumstances, the receipt of help is a negative, 
or at least less positive, experience which leads to less positive relational outcomes. 
Thus, this study extended some of the findings from the social psychological literature 
to the workplace context. It showed that, as in other contexts, help from a coworker at 
work could elicit positive or negative reactions depending on the circumstances. 
The results of the study also contribute to filling a theoretical gap in the OCB 
literature by providing some explanation for the contradictory findings regarding the 
potential benefits of helping as a form of OCB. Previous studies of workplace helping 
have focused on measuring organizational level outcomes but little was understood 
about why and how this individual level behavior sometimes led to positive and 
sometimes to negative organizational outcomes. By examining individuals immediate 
reactions to being offered help and their behavioral intentions towards the helper, this 
study uncovered some of the hidden pieces of the puzzle.  
Evidence was found to support the suggestion that it is important how the 




results confirmed that more positive reactions are associated with the belief that the 
helper had more altruistic motives and less instrumental (egoistic) motives. Thus, the 
helping behavior itself is not sufficient to produce positive outcomes. In fact, even true 
altruism (helping motivated by genuine concern for the other person) may not produce 
positive outcomes if the recipient does not recognize it as such. 
The study also shed some light on the kinds of factors that influence the 
attributions that recipients make. Task centrality was found to be more influential in 
determining attributions and outcomes than supervisor observation. People seem to be 
more willing to accept help when it is offered on a central task that is ego-relevant and 
closely linked to self esteem, than on a more routine, non-central task. This finding is 
contrary to the prediction that would be made based on the threat to self esteem model, 
reactance theory or equity theory. It does, however, fit in with the idea that attributions 
mediate the effects of situational factors on other outcomes, since central tasks lead to 
more altruistic attributions, which are related to more cooperative reactions. Thus, we 
can better predict, or explain post hoc, reactions to help if we consider the attributions 
that would likely be made under those circumstances. 
 This research has both theoretical and practical implications. Firstly, it 
demonstrates that the outcomes of behaviors that have come to be referred to as OCBs 
are not always as beneficial as we may presume. Therefore, in addition to studying the 
antecedents of citizenship behaviors and developing strategies for promoting them in 
the workplace, OB researchers should also confirm that they do actually lead to 
positive outcomes at the individual as well as the organizational level. 
 For individual employees, the findings of the study have implications for the 
choices they should make with respect to helping their colleagues at work. Whether 




ulterior, instrumental motives for helping, such as building up favors and boosting 
their reputation, they will best be able to achieve these objectives if they make their 
behavior seem altruistic. The recipient will be less likely to accept the help when they 
suspect instrumental motives, so the helper will have failed to assist them with their 
work. They will also evaluate the helper more negatively and will be less likely to help 
them in future, thus limiting the effectiveness of helping as a tool for buying favors or 
creating favorable impressions. Individuals must, therefore, consider how their actions 
will be interpreted in different situations and choose to help in a way that will appear 
most altruistic. For example, they should provide help that is practically more helpful 
to the recipient even if it means making greater investments in terms of time, effort and 
skill. If they offer to help in a peripheral way, their actions are more likely to backfire. 
 At the managerial level, the results of this study imply that managers should 
consider how aspects of the organizational design affect individuals tendencies to 
cooperate with one another, and build mutually supportive relationships, rather than 
engage in political behavior. Features such as the appraisal and reward systems, the 
structure of work teams, and even the physical layout of the office may affect whether 
helping is perceived as altruistic or egoistic. This in turn affects how individuals will 
react to receiving help from a colleague, and the kind of relationships that colleagues 
develop with one another. 
 
 
5.4. LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
  
 Possibly the biggest limitation of this study is its limited generalizability due to 




Indian sample. We cannot be sure whether there are any features particular to the 
Indian culture which led respondents to respond the way they did. Also, as noted 
previously, there is some evidence that males and females react differently to help 
(Daubman & Lehman, 1993). Thus, this study would have to be replicated in other 
cultural contexts and with a mixed-gender sample in order for us to be sure that the 
findings are applicable to the general population.    
 Another limitation of the study was that it failed to examine the mechanism 
through which situational factors affect attributions. Although, the predictions were 
based largely on the cost-benefit analysis approach, adequate data was not collected to 
ascertain whether, for example, more central tasks were actually perceived as more 
beneficial for the helper. Future studies may, therefore, measure the recipients 
perceptions of the costs and benefits for themselves and the helper in different 
circumstances, and determine whether these perceptions mediate the effects of the 
situation on the attributions made.  
 Another weakness in the design of this research was that only the relationships 
between the situational variables and the attributions could be interpreted as causal 
relationships since these were the variables that were manipulated. Although there is 
sufficient evidence to relate the attributions to the other outcomes, a causal relationship 
could not be established conclusively. In order to do so, future studies could 











Section A  
 
Please read the following statements regarding your attitudes and beliefs and indicate to what extent 
you agree or disagree with them. 
 














1. Never tell anyone the real reason you did 
something unless it is useful to do so. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. The best way to handle people is to tell them 
what they want to hear 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. One should take action only when sure it is 
morally right 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Most people are basically good and kind 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. It is safest to assume that all people have a 
vicious streak and it will come out when they 
are given a chance. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. Honesty is the best policy in all cases. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. There is no excuse for lying to someone else. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. Generally speaking, people won't work hard 
unless they're forced to do so. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. All in all, it is better to be humble and honest 
than to be important and dishonest. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
10. When you ask someone to do something for 
you, it is best to give the real reasons for 
wanting it rather than giving reasons which 
carry more weight. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
11. Most people who get ahead in the world lead 
clean, moral lives. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
12. Anyone who completely trusts anyone else is 
asking for trouble. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
13. The biggest difference between most 
criminals and other people is that the 
criminals are stupid enough to get caught. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
14. Most people are brave. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
15. It is wise to flatter important people. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
16. It is possible to be good in all respects 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
17. Many people are gullible and easy to fool. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
18. It is hard to get ahead without cutting corners 
here and there 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
19. People suffering from incurable diseases 
should have the choice of being put 
painlessly to death. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
20. Most people forget more easily the death of 
their parents than the loss of their property. 






Section B  
 
Please read each of the following statements about yourself carefully and indicate to what extent you 
agree or disagree with them. 
 














1. In social situations, I have the ability to alter 
my behavior if I feel that something else is 
called for. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I am often able to read peoples true 
emotions correctly through their eyes. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I have the ability to control the way I come 
across to people, depending on the 
impression I wish to give them. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. In conversations, I am sensitive to even the 
slightest change in the facial expression of 
the person Im conversing with. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. My powers of intuition are quite good when 
it comes to understanding others emotions 
and motives. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. I can usually tell when others consider a joke 
to be in bad taste, even though they may be 
laughing convincingly. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. When I feel that the image I am portraying 
isnt working, I can readily change it to 
something that does. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. I can usually tell when I said something 
inappropriate by reading it in the listeners 
eyes. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. I have trouble changing my behavior to suit 
different people and different situations. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
10. I have found that I can adjust my behavior to 
meet the requirements of any situation I find 
myself in. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
11. If someone is lying to me, I usually know it 
at once from that persons manner of 
expression 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
12. Even when it might be to my advantage, I 
have difficulty putting up a good front. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
13. Once I know what the situation calls for, its 
easy for me to regulate my actions 
accordingly. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
14. I feel Im a person of worth. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
15. I feel I have a number of good qualities. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
16. I am able to do things as well as most other 
people. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
17. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
18. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 





Section C  
 
Please read each of the following statements about yourself carefully and indicate to what extent you 
agree or disagree with them. 
 














1. I try to be courteous to everyone I meet. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I am not a worrier. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I often get into arguments with my family 
and co-workers. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I often feel inferior to others. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. Some people think I am selfish and 
egotistical. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. When I am under a great deal of stress, 
sometimes I feel like Im going to pieces. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. I would rather cooperate with others than 
compete with them. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. I rarely feel lonely or sad. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. I tend to be cynical and skeptical of others 
intentions. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
10. I often feel tense and jittery. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
11. I believe that most people will take 
advantage of you if you let them. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
12. Sometimes I feel completely worthless. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
13. Most people I know like me. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
14. I rarely feel fearful or anxious. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
15. Some people think of me as cold and 
calculating. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
16. I often get angry at the way people treat me. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
17. Im hard-headed and tough-minded in my 
attitudes. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
18. Too often when things go wrong, I get 
discouraged and feel like giving up. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
19. I frequently try to be thoughtful and 
considerate. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
20. I am seldom sad or depressed. 1  2 3 4 5 6 7 
21. If I dont like people, I let them know it. 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
22. I often feel helpless and want someone else 
to solve my problems. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
23. If necessary, I am willing to manipulate 
people to get what I want. 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
24. At times I have been so ashamed I just 
wanted to hide. 








Please read the following scenario carefully and respond to the questions that 
follow as honestly and accurately as possible. 
 
Imagine that your work team has just started work on a new project. Each member of 
the team has been assigned particular parts of this project to be completed within a 
certain amount of time. Both your individual performance in completing your tasks 
and your teams performance on the entire project will be appraised.  
 
You have been assigned some interesting but particularly challenging tasks and you 
know you will have to work very hard to complete everything on time.  
 
One of your teammates (Person X), who you have known for almost a year, 
approaches you while you are working at your desk and offers to help you with some 
of the critical and difficult aspects of your work, such as designing the product. Your 
supervisor is standing close enough at the time to overhear this conversation between 













1. How likely would you be to accept Person Xs offer of help in this situation? 
Circle a number. 
 
1             2             3             4             5             6             7 




Please use the following key for questions 2 5: 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very 
slightly or 
not at all 




2. How much would you benefit from Person 
Xs help? 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. How much effort would Person X require to 
help you? 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. How much skill would Person X require to 
help you? 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. How indebted would you feel to Person X? 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Section E   
 
Why do you think Person X offered to help you with your tasks? Indicate to what extent you agree or 
disagree that each of the following may be the reason for his offering to help. 
 














Person X offered to help me because of  
 
1. his personal values of right and wrong. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
2. his commitment to the organization. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
3. his involvement in his work. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
4. his loyalty to the organization. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
5. his sense of moral standards. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
6. his desire to share expertise in an effort 
to help others learn. 
1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
7. his desire to enhance his own image 
(e.g. to make others believe they are a 
helpful individual) 
1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
8. his desire to build up favors for later 
exchange. 
1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
9. his desire to show-off expertise. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
10. his desire to impress the boss. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
11. his desire to seek the spotlight. 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
12. his desire to obtain recognition or other 
organizational rewards. 







How do you think you would feel in this situation? Indicate to what extent you think you would 
experience the following feelings and emotions. 
  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very 
slightly or 
not at all 








What kind of person do you think Person X is? Rate him on the following characteristics. 
 






    Definitely 
1. egotistical 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. self-interested 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. manipulative 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. insincere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. helpful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. concerned 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. genuine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. supportive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. trustworthy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Section H  
 
Think about the kind of relationship you would be likely to have with Person X and indicate to what 
extent you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
 














1. I would like Person X. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I would get along well with Person X. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Working with Person X would  be a 
pleasure. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I think Person X would make a good 
friend. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I would trust Person X 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. grateful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. relieved 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. happy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. capable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. embarrassed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. angry 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. incompetent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 





Regardless of your earlier response, assume that under the circumstances, you do accept 




Section I  
 
Indicate to what extent  you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
 














1. I think Person X would expect me to 
return the favor. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I would actively look out for an 
opportunity to help Person X in future. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I would feel obligated to help Person X 
in a similar situation. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I would feel uncomfortable until I had 
returned the favor. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Several weeks later, Person X appears to be under some pressure to complete an assignment 
and you have the opportunity to offer to help him with it. Nobody else is present at the time. It 




Section J  
 
1. What is the likelihood that you would approach Person X and offer to help? 
Circle a number. 
 
1             2             3             4             5             6             7 
         Very Unlikely                             Neutral                             Very Likely 
 
 
Please use the following key for questions 2 4: 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very 
slightly or 
not at all 
 
A little Somewhat Moderately Quite a bit Very 
much  
Extremely 
       
2. How much would Person X benefit from 
your help? 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. How much effort would you require to help 
Person X? 
1   2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. How much skill would you require to help 
Person X? 






Section K  
 


















1. I completed this questionnaire with full 
effort, thought, and concentration 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. When completing this questionnaire, I 
was concerned that my superiors would 
find out how I had responded. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I am worried that others in the company 
will see my responses. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Section L  
 
The following demographic or background information is needed to make meaningful comparison of 
group results.  Please check a box or write in your response as appropriate.  Your individual response 
will not be identified. 
 
1. Gender:  □ Male  □ Female  2. Age at last birthday:  _______  years   
 
3. Race: □ Gujarati  □ Marathti   □ South (Kenada, Meliyali, etc)  
 □ Sindhi  □ Punjabi  □ Others 
 
4. Highest educational qualification: 
 □ Standard 6 and below  □ Standard 7 to Standard 10 ___________ 
 □ Standard 10 to Standard 12  □ Diploma  ____________ 
 □ Bachelors Degree  □ Masters and Above ______________ 
 
5. How long have you been with your  present organization?____  years____  months   
 
6.  Compared to your peers, do you consider your job performance in general to be: 
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